This paper explores the image of women in Chinua Achebe novel's Things Fall Apart. As the prominent postcolonial writer, Achebe has a vivid expression describing the social cultural values of the Ibo community in Nigeria, Africa. Analysis of the novel is done through the perspective of postcolonial feminism. Postcolonial feminism finds the relation and intersection between Postcolonialism and feminism. This interplay is interesting to observe. The findings show that in traditional patriarchal culture as in the novel, women are portrayed happy, harmonious members of the community, even when they are repeatedly beaten and barren from any say in the communal decision-making process and constantly reviled in sayings and proverbs. However some other interesting findings are that the women also have big role in the belief system of the community, and in Achebe's novel he made it an amusement, for example by punishing Okonkwo because of his beating to his wife in the sacred time.
Introduction
Things Fall Apart (1958) is a novel, depicting the life of Okonkwo along with the tradition and culture of a communal Igbo society in Nigeria, Africa at the time of the community's encountering with outside white power.
The story is set in the 1890s, when missionaries and colonial government made its intrusion into Igbo society. The main character, Okonkwo, is an ambitious and powerful leader of the community, who places the high importance of physical strength and courage. As the strong and powerful man in a clan, Okonkwo's life is good; he is a hard worker, his compound is large, he has no troubles with his three wives, his garden grows yams, and he is respected by his fellow villagers. However, one day there is an incident in which Okonkwo accidentally kills a clansman, so that he is banished from the village for seven years. During the seven years of exile, he thinks that he can be back and gains his power and pride in his village, Umuofa. But his downfall is triggered by his blindness to changes happened to the circumstances; the missionary church, which brings with it the new authority of the British District Commissioner. In this process, Okonkwo is destroyed, because his unwillingness to change set him apart from the community and he is fighting alone against colonialism. He ends his life tragically.
One of the most interesting aspects of Achebe's novel is its cultural richness of Ibo community in Nigeria, Africa, presented in simple English language but full of beautiful expression. The author, Chinua Achebe, has his own way of writing. It seems that he wants to show that his culture is noble and dignified, of which he counters many white people's perception towards black people. Born as a Nigerian and educated in his homeland and continued to England, emphasized his character as an African. His English is good and he made is such a way that his English is able to present the thought and feeling of the Nigerian indigenous people. He has his own way to claim that the black people is civilized and noble.
That is why Achebe was furious to the description of black people in the novels of Joyce Cary's novel Mister Johnson and Conrad's Heart of Darkness that portrayed the black people as undignified, stupid, slavishly adores his white colonies boss. He wanted to fight back the ‗stereotyping' through the writing of this novel.
The spirit to fight against the black stereotyping made by white writers marks Chinua Achebe's works; novels and poems, and at the beginning it can be found out in this novel, Things Fall Apart. This novel is authentic, in the sense that it is written by Nigerian writer and is discussing about their own culture. Under the spirit of dignity, the writer portrays the black people and their culture in sympathetic way. However, the culture itself is portrayed as something that is not stagnant. It is dynamic and possibly changes from time to time and from places to other places. The dynamic covers many aspects of culture, including the way people and tradition treat women in such a patriarchal community.
The social and cultural condition of the people of such patriarchal community at a certain period of time is reflected in this novel in such a way that we will get an idea that this is the real condition of community, in which man is the patriarch and woman is the subordinates. In this novel, however, Achebe presents the cultural complexity and dynamic of the society, in Africa at the end of 19 th Century. The reader will be presented with the Ibo traditional culture, including how they treat the women, and its values all of which are worthy in building the perception on the culture. The novel provides many customs, ceremonies, and their belief system that involve all of the members of the community, men and women, child and adult. For example, we will find many rites such as funeral ceremony, wedding ceremony, baby initiation and other rites held because of a certain cause that is closely related to their belief system. This culture is a complex one and it also develops and changes.
In many cultures of different societies, women are colonized subjects and have been relegated to the position of ‗other'. As mentioned above, this novel describes the culture of Ibo society in sympathetic way. However, there is still a question, how it treats the women. For that reason, it is interesting to explore the image of women in this novel, the existing socio-cultural situation, and the factors conditioning the male's attitudes toward women.
Postcolonial feminism
Postcolonial literature refers to a body of literature written by authors with roots in countries that were once colonies established by European nations. Postcolonial literature includes works by authors with cultural roots in South Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean, and other places in which colonial independence movement arose and colonized people achieved autonomy in the past hundred years (Murfin,2006: 496 In the further movement of decolonizing, it is important then to see the roles of women. Most of the society in Africa is patriarchal. They give more importance and roles on the male much more than the female. It is important, then to talk about the notion of ‗double colonization'. Double colonization is coined by Ketu Katrak, referring to the notion that women in formerly colonized societies were doubly colonized by both imperial and patriarchal ideologies -became a catch-phrase of postcolonial and feminist discourses in the 1980s (in Ashcroft, 1996:240 The man is everything and the woman is nothing. Woman is the man's possession, as wives and other possession like yam barns, and title. Men who have all these possession will be respected and get the highest title in the clan.
There was a wealthy man in Okonkwo's village who had three huge barns, nine wives and thirty children. His name was Nwakibie and he had taken the highest but one title which a man could take in the clan. (18) Domestically, women belong to the man. The man will do anything to keep his prestige and dignity as the head of the family.
To maintain the patriarchal society, men create the educational system in which the next generation is thought what to do and how to behave as what the father wanted. This educational system will maintain the values of the tradition. In doing this educational function, Okonkwo is highly aware of the male and female jobs and knowledge. When Ezinma, his daughter of his second wife, asked him to bring his chair for him, he replied that this is boy's job.
Although, Ezinma was strong and smart enough to do the job.
‗Yes,' and after a pause she said: ‗Can I bring your chair for you?'
‗No, that's a boy's job.' (42) In Okonkwo's mind, men must be strong, violent, and hard worker. He wanted these characteristics belong to his sons. That a man must be able to control women is kept in his mind.
He wanted him to be a prosperous man, having enough in his barn to feed the ancestors with regular sacrifices. And so he was happy when he heard him grumbling about women. That showed that in time he would be able to control his womenfolk. No matter how prosperous a man was, if he was unable to rule his women and his children (and especially his women) he was not a really a man. (49-50)
For that reason, it is good in his opinion that man has to do anything, even violent one to ensure his own power. Okonkwo beat and shot his wife, Ekwefi only for small things.
Okonkwo second wife had merely cut a few leaves off it to wrap some food, and she said so. Without further argument Okonkwo gave her a sound beating and left her and her only daughter weeping. (37) And so when he called Ikefemuna to fetch his gun, the wife who had just been beaten murmured something about guns that never shot. Unfortunately for her, Okonkwo heard it and ran madly into his room for the loaded gun, ran out again and aimed at the as she clambered over the dwarf wall of the barn. (37) To ensure that the sons obey him and value the tradition as Okonkwo did, he was proud of telling the stories to his sons about his wars, violence and bloodshed. He was determined that this custom must be preserved and valued. This kind of stories differs from female stories that tell much about fable, animal stories or legend.
He told them the stories of the land, masculine stories of violence and bloodshed. Nwoyne knew that it was right to be masculine and to be violent, but somehow he still preferred the stories that his mother used to tell, stories of tortoise and his wily ways, and of the bird eneke-ntioba who challenged the whole world to a wrestling contest and was finally thrown by the cat. (50) Not only different but male stories are more respected than mother's stories. The woman' stories only refer to the foolish women and children.
This male-centered society is highly patriarchal.
He now knew that they were for foolish women and children, and he knew that his father wanted him to be a man. ….So Nwoyer and Ikefemuna would listen to Okonkwo's stories about tribal wars or how, years ago, he had stalked his victim overpowered him and obtained his first human head. (51) In this novel, the agrarian people make a living by growing yam. The yam -is synonymous with virility. This prestigious plant brings with it the owner's respect and dignity. That is why the yam stands for manliness, the plant for men.
Yam stood for manliness, and he who could feed his family on yams from one harvest to another was a very great man indeed . . . . Yam, the king of crops, is a very exacting king (31-32)
Consequently, to produce an abundant harvest, the traditional farmer needs a good workforce. Women constitute and still do the core of the rural workforce -farming, tending animals, nurturing children. In preparing for festival, all of the women will be very busy preparing the abundant foods for all of the villages and their relatives from outside of village. In any kind of ceremony, women work hard with many activities.
women [are] to be seen not heard, coming and going, with mounds of foofoo, pots of water, market baskets, fetching kola, being scolded and beaten before they disappear behind the huts of their compound (34)
In this novel, as the mirror of the society at that time, Okonkwo, chauvinistically believes that women's place is in the home (41), although in fact many economic activities are held by the women, at public sphere.
The social structure of this Ibo community can be seen from the way the people stand or sit in the ceremony. The titled men and elders (the most respected men) sit on their special seat called stool. The crowd, people watching the ceremony, stands a bit distant. On the other side, the women just look on from the fringe. They are not involved in the meeting, not even as audience. The women are like the outsiders.
-It was clear from the way the crowd stood or sat that the ceremony was for men. There were many women, but they looked on from the fringe like outsiders‖ (83) For centuries, African women languished on the fringe of their universe -neglected, exploited, degenerated, and indeed made to feel like outsiders. They were not invited to stay when men were engaged in any discussion. They were not included in councils of war, because war is man's job in patriarchal society. They did not form part of the masquerades representing the judiciary and ancestral spirits.
Because women are socially construed as the unimportant, anything having connotation with bad things or bad characteristic will refer to the femininity. Okonkwo's father, Unuoika was a weak and poor man. He had no titles, no enough food for his family and had much debt. When he consulted his fate to Agbala, the priestess who has power from her god, he got the answer to do hard working like a man.
-You, Unuoika, are known in all the clan for the weaknesses of your matchet and your hoe. …they cross seven rivers to make their farms, you stay at home and offer sacrifices to a reluctant soil. Go home and work like a man. (17) When a man is not powerful enough, not respected, he is not considered as a man. This happens to Unuoika, Okonkwo's father. The cocoyam with smaller size and consequently has lesser value than other yams, is regarded as female.
Unoka, Okonkwo's father, is considered an untitled man, connoting femininity (20).
Coco-yam, of smaller size and lesser value than other yams, is regarded as female.
Osugo has taken no title; and so, in a gathering of his peers, Okonkwo unkindly tells him, -This meeting is for men‖ (28). In the last part of this novel, Okonkwo's consequent despair and fall represent the despair and break-up of the Igbo clan before the invincible forces of the white man's religions and political organizations. All of the events under patriarchal community, with the absence of that female principle that could have maintained balance and sanity lead to the downfall of the community. As in the following part of the novel:
It is true that a child belongs to its father. But when a father beats his child, it seeks sympathy in its mother's hut. A man belongs to his fatherland when things are good and life is sweet. But when there is sorrow and bitterness, he finds refuge in his motherland. Your mother is there to protect you. (124) When this community got sorrow and bitterness, they can not find the refuge to their ‗mother', because the mother -the representation of all women -is not empowered, so that she can not be a place for refugee.
Conclusion
This novel shows that women in patriarchal traditional community are the ‗other'. Women are the men's possession, domestically and politically. Although women have big roles in many social activities, the political decision is on the male's hands. Women do not have position in public place. However, Achebe portrayed the women as happy, harmonious members of the community, even when they are repeatedly beaten and barren from any say in the communal decision-making process and constantly reviled in sayings and proverbs.
Some other interesting finding is that the only place women get respect is in their belief system. Women have big role in the belief system of the community, by having a priestess that has unchallenged authority, even by a powerful man. In
Achebe's novel he made it an amusement, for example by punishing Okonkwo because of his beating to his wife in the sacred time.
In their belief system, the most important god is the Ani goddess, the biggest and most influenced one, because it relates to the fertility and welfare.
The god and goddess has messenger. The messenger who is mentioned many times in this novel is Chielo, the priestess, the one that is honored by people because she is the ‗messenger' of the god. People are afraid of her and obey whatever she says.
This social construction is rooted in the patriarchal culture that gives priority that men are the authority and women are their belonging. In such culture all aspects of life centered on men. Anything positive, good, and strong deals with men while the opposite one deals with female. This condition reduces the roles of women in the real life and leads the leader of this community into his destruction.
